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humans, sandeels are caught and 
processed into fish meal and oil 
to make food pellets for salmon 
farming and livestock feed.
Fishing for anchovy should 
continue to be banned in the Bay 
of Biscay at least until spring 2007, 
ICES said. Lying off the Atlantic 
coast of France and Spain, the 
Bay of Biscay is the key trawling 
ground for anchovy, a very short-
lived species and widely used in 
Mediterranean countries. Anchovy 
fishing was banned in the Bay of 
Biscay from July 2005 to the end of 
February 2006 to preserve stocks. 
The ban was reinstated in July and 
will last until the end of this year.
But, as well as encouraging 
news on the populations of 
hake, herring and mackerel, 
new research has revealed that 
populations of langoustines in 
the northeast Atlantic are much 
larger than previously thought. 
When cod and other white fish 
were abundant, langoustines were 
an almost ignored bycatch. But, 
given the collapse in these fish 
species and the tight restrictions 
on them, fishermen have looked 
afresh at the langoustines. While 
there is little interest in them in 
Britain, they are highly prized in 
continental Europe, and they have 
helped maintain fishing boats in 
Britain and Ireland.
A new research project 
coordinated by researchers at 
the University of Glasgow in the 
laboratory and at sea, has led 
them to suggest a population 
of more than 10 billion in UK 
waters. Fishing quotas have been 
increased by 30 per cent this 
year. “The more we look, the more 
we find,” says Douglas Neil, the 
biologist in charge of Glasgow’s 
langoustine laboratory. But such 
abundance will fuel further work 
on its sustainability.
Abundant: New research suggests populations of the highly prized langoustine or 
Dublin Bay prawn (Nephrops norvegicus) are larger than previously estimated. (Photo: 
Sue Scott/Oxford Scientific OSF.)It’s election season in the United 
States, so even reports in medical 
journals can be cast in a political 
light. A case in point is a report 
published online by the Lancet 
that concluded 655,000 Iraqis 
have died since the US and UK 
led an invasion of that country in 
2003.
To be sure, the timing of the 
report was not coincidental. 
Author Gilbert Burnham, from 
the Bloomberg School of 
Public Health at Johns Hopkins 
University, told me that he chose 
the Lancet’s fast-approval track 
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street cred“because we didn’t want to get it 
any closer to the election and yet 
we felt this was an important area 
that needed public discussion.”
His desire for public 
discussion succeeded beyond all 
expectation. Even President Bush 
was drawn into the fray at a news 
conference. “I don’t consider it 
a credible report”, Bush said in 
a widely quoted comment. The 
study’s methodology “is pretty 
well discredited”.
But discredited by whom, 
is the question. Certainly the 
Pentagon dismissed it. So did 
other non-scientists, who have 
been using other methods to 
compile their own estimates of 
Iraq dead. One example is the 
UK-based group, the Iraq Body 
Count, which estimates nearly 
50,000 dead.
“Some part of the discrepancy 
can be explained by the fact that 
like is not being compared with 
like”, The Independent noted. “The IBC figures are based on 
reports of actual deaths clearly 
linked to the conflict.” The 
Hopkins study’s definition of war-
related deaths is “rather broader”, 
this report noted.
Many scientists interviewed 
about the study defended the 
methodology.
“I loved when President Bush 
said ‘their methodology has been 
pretty well discredited’”, Richard 
Garfield, a public health professor 
at Columbia University, told 
the Christian Science Monitor. 
“That’s exactly wrong. There is no 
discrediting of this methodology. 
I don’t think there’s anyone 
who’s been involved in mortality 
research who thinks there’s a 
better way to do it in unsecured 
areas. I have never heard of any 
argument in this field that says 
there’s a better way to do it.” 
(The Monitor noted that Garfield 
“works closely with a number of 
the authors of the report”.)
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John Zogby told the San Francisco 
Chronicle, “the sampling is solid. 
The methodology is as good as it 
gets.”
That was certainly the tenor of 
most comments from the world 
of epidemiology. The strategy 
employed by the Hopkins team 
(which relied on legwork from 
doctors at the Mustansiriya 
University in Baghdad) was to 
choose 50 random sites in Iraq and, 
at each, seek out 40 nearby homes. 
They collected responses in 47 of 
those sites. Occupants in those 
homes told interviewers whether 
members of that household had 
died since 2002. That provided 
one year of background data along 
with three years of data since the 
war began. Eighty percent of the 
deaths were documented with 
death certificates. Extrapolating 
to Iraq as a whole, the death toll 
ended up being 2.5 percent of the 
national population, plus or minus a 
percentage point.
Robert Blendon at Harvard 
told the New York Times the 
technique was “the best of what 
you can expect in a war zone’’. 
But, the Times added, “he said 
the number of deaths in the 
families interviewed — 547 in 
the post-invasion period versus 
82 in a similar period before 
the invasion — was too few to 
extrapolate up to more than 
600,000 deaths across the country.”
No scientist was able to point 
to a specific flaw in the study. The 
Financial Times, speculated about 
what such a flaw might be.  “[T]he 
Lancet paper did not explain in 
detail how the researchers could 
have visited 47 sites around the 
country during three months when 
sectarian violence was at its height. 
During the survey period Iraqis 
curtailed travel to many areas for 
fear of impromptu checkpoints run 
by militias or insurgents, at which 
anyone from the wrong sect, or 
from outside the neighbourhood, 
risked immediate execution or 
abduction for ransom.”
Most criticism, however, 
sounded more like that of President 
Bush — denial without detail.
“The study is so far off they 
should not have published it. It is 
irresponsible”, Michael O’Hanlon at 
the Brookings Institution think tank Body counts: Thousands of people have been killed since the invasion of Iraq three 
years ago but an estimate of total numbers is disputed. (Photo: Khalid Mohammed/
AP/EMPICS.)told the Los Angeles Times. “Their 
numbers are out of whack with 
every other estimate.”  O’Hanlon is 
a military analyst who publishes his 
own, much lower tally of Iraq dead.
More than a week after the 
news of this estimate subsided, 
the Washington Post weighed in 
with another explanation for the 
discrepancy. Psychologists say a 
phenomenon known as ‘anchoring’ 
leads people to base their 
expectations on what they start out 
believing is the right answer. Since 
experts have so often heard the 
estimated deaths in Iraq is around 
30,000 to 50,000, the Post reasons, they were conditioned to reject the 
much higher number out of hand.
“It is important to remember that 
the psychological phenomenon 
does not tell you what the correct 
number of casualties in Iraq really 
is. But it does say that even if 
the 650,000 number is accurate, 
we are likely not to believe it.” 
So psychology, rather than pure 
politics, may actually be at the 
root of this debate.
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